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The tourism and hospitality industry in Malaysia often faced disparities in tourist arrivals throughout the 
years.  The seasonality of tourism trade has become a common factor affecting the hospitality and tourism 
trade.   The seasonality factor had influenced the industry employment, leading to seasonal employment, 
underemployment and unemployment.  For the human resource managers, this creates the cyclical and 
repetitious tasks to recruit new staff, selection processes, training and retention of staff.  Tourist 
destinations like Penang, Langkawi, East Coast States and Sabah are economically depend on tourists 
trade, which are very much seasonality in nature.  A model for managing seasonality in employment is 
proposed; ranging from embrace seasonality to challenging seasonality.  Discussion on the effects of 
seasonality on selected human resource practices is also presented in this paper.  
     




The hospitality and tourism industry in Malaysia is a highly labor intensive industry.  The tourism and 
hospitality industry is also often faced disparities in tourist arrivals throughout the years.  The seasonality 
of tourism trade has become a common factor affecting Malaysia’s hospitality and tourism trade and has 
long recognized as a factor affecting the level of services offered. 
 
Seasonality influences the employment industry, which lead to seasonal employment, underemployment 
and unemployment.  Most hospitality and tourism organization refrain from having over-employment in the 
organization.  The issues of seasonality in employment had created enormous challenges for the human 
resources in the hotel and tourism industry, particularly to issues related to recruitment, selection, training 
and retention of staff. The issues of seasonality affected not only individual that have interest in the 
hospitality and tourism industry, but also the community, local regional and federal government agencies. 
Changing manpower levels can be disruptive to the people involved.  These people may felt the lost of job 
security and income instability which could affect their work performance and loyalty to the firm.  
 
Seasonality in tourism can be viewed as a result to cyclical variation in tourism demand.  Highman and 
Hinch (2000) considered the seasonality in employment as a challenged, while it is a common feature for 
the tourism industry, yet was least understood among the employers.  Marshall (1999) regards seasonal 
employees in the hospitality and tourism industry as a “non-permanent paid job that will end at a specified 
time or in the near future, once the seasonal peak has passed.” 
 
Employment Characteristics In Hospitality 
 
The hotel and tourism industry has traditionally experienced high labor turnover rates.  The main 
characteristics of the job demand in the hotel industry had make working in the hotel industry difficult, 
especially for the line employees.  Some of the characteristics are:  
 
1 Odd hours 
2 Low pay 
3 No break 
4 Constant public contact 
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5 Simultaneous production and consumption 
6 Fluctuating demand 
7 Perishable services 
 
The problem of high labor turnover in the hotel industry is not country specific; it is a worldwide epidemic 
for the hotel and tourism industry.  Given the above characteristics, careers in the hotel and tourism 
industry only tend to attract people who are really interested to establish a career in the industry, rather than 
for anybody who “hope” to have a career in the industry.     
  
Human Resources Fit To Hospitality and Tourism Trades 
  
Hospitality and tourism is a people-oriented industry, where effective customer service is essential for 
survival and growth.  Employees’ attitude is one of the important aspects in service delivery.  The provision 
of positive employees’ attitude can be contributed in the organizational climate.  Studies that shown the 
direct link between organizational culture (including empowerment and training and operating procedures) 
to service quality, customer satisfaction and organizational performance (Davidson, 2003).  In other words, 
looking after the welfares of the staff is one of the strategic ways to support customer service and 
organizational performance.  
 
The strategic human resource management is directed toward planning the human requirement and 
implementing the activities to be performed in order to achieve the organizational goals.  There is a concept 
of “fits” where the given human resources are able to perform the required activities.  
 
Belcourt and McBey (2000) described both external and internal fits when describing the effectiveness of 
HRM strategies.  Internal fit refers to the fitness of the HRM strategies to other functional areas, such as 
marketing and production.  It also means the maintenance of the HRM programs consistent to the 
employees’ training and development, performance appraisal and compensation practices.  External fit 




Figure 1: Hospitality industry’s strategy to seasonality 
 
 
There are two types of “fits” involving the human resources into the organization: the horizontal fits which 
involve the practices of HRM like recruitment, selection and training of new employees to orientate them to 
the job.  Another “fits” is the vertical fits where roles of the employees (such as knowledge of the job) are 
linked to the success of the organizational goal.  Studies had shown that much of the guest’s experience 
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Hotel and tourism organization have been found to formulate various HRM strategies in facing the 
seasonality nature of business turnover. Their strategies may be “embraced” to the situation or they may 
consider the seasonality situation as “challenges” to their business operation, as shown in figure 1. 
 
Periods of Seasonality 
 
When is the peak demand for hospitality and tourism services?  In the case of Langkawi Island, the peak 
demand for hospitality and tourism services was during the school holidays and during the major exhibition 
events that normally occurred between the months of October and November.  During these periods, the 
hotels experienced high occupancy rates, and hotels may hire extra workers to maintain the level of 
services. During this period, small hotels or chalets may re-open for business, and closed during low peak 
period.  During the low season, there would be excess capacity resulting staff being underutilized or 




In order to understand the pattern of seasonality in employment in the hospitality and tourism industry, a 
short personal interview was conducted at three small hotels (chalets) and two major hotels located at the 
Pantai Chenang (or Chenang Beach), Langkawi Island, Kedah.  Langkawi Island is a tourist vacation 
island, popular among the foreign and local tourists for vacation and relaxation.   
 
A one page survey instrument was developed for the study.  Structured questionnaire was developed to 




The attitudes of the hospitality firms toward adopting and managing the seasonal workers or part time 
workers seem to depend on the size of the firms; either small or medium size hotel firm or a multinational 
hotel organization.  It seems that most small and medium size hospitality firms are more “embracing” to the 
nature of the seasonality of business cycle whereas larger hospitality organizations are proactive in facing 
the seasonality business cycle.  The small hospitality firms, like chalets and motels, had simple 
organizational management structure, operated among family members and did not have structured 
marketing and sales programs.  Larger hospitality firms, on the other hand, are operated year round and 
have regional and international networking to tap market opportunities.   
 
Table 1: Human Resource practices based on chosen orientation to seasonality 
HR Practice Embrace orientation Challenge orientation 
Recruitment Local residents, household for 
menial and casual jobs 
Local and outsiders, students 
Staffing Employed temporary staff Having core full-time staff 
Training and Development No or brief job orientationShort 
job training 
Continued training, cross training 
Performance appraisal Informal appraisal, based on 
specific task 
Formal and informal appraisal, 
broad based competency and 
specific abilities 
Compensation Fixed pay, benefit based on 
performance 
Scheduled salary, benefit and 
merit (point system) increased 
based on performance, encourage 
retention 
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Organization Responses to Managing Seasonality in Hospitality and Tourism Employment 
 
Majority of local operated small and medium size hospitality firms in Langkawi Island seemed to adopt the 
“embracing” approach toward the seasonality nature of tourism business.  Small chalets operators may 
choose to close their business operation during slow period and re-open when they expected a surge in 
room demand, particularly during the school holiday season and during the major exhibition period, such as 
Langkawi International Marine and Aviation (LIMA) exhibition. Only a hand full of medium size 
hospitality firms, especially those that are family-operated, tends to tap new markets in order to utilize the 
capacity and keep their employees.  These firms have extended their market, hence improving their room 
occupancy by exploring into the Elderhostel program or greyhair program.  In this program, retired or older 
tourists are given attractive long-term packages during the low season.   
 
Major international hotels in Langkawi Island remain open year round, as they have world-wide marketing 
networking.  They are able to sustain their hotel operations with various arrays of holiday and seminar 
packages.  They are able to employ year round various levels management personnel.  These groups of 
hotel organization are adopting HRM strategies with the view of meeting the “challenges” that seasonality 
in tourism brings about.  
 
Table 1 shows the various HRM practices among the “embracing” and “challenger” to the seasonality 
situation.  Small chalet or hotel operators tend to focus their recruitment for part time workers among 
nearby villagers.  They may consist of housewives and farmers to do casual jobs like housekeeping and 
gardening chores.  Unemployed youngsters are taken for part time jobs as food servers, cooks and 
receptionists. Family members are responsible on overall managing the hotel operations and finance.  
Employees knew from the beginning of employment that their jobs are temporary in nature, doing odd jobs 
and there was no guarantee of job continuity in the next several months.  Their working hours are flexible, 
depending on the job demand.  Most of these workers tend to have other casual jobs during their off 
working hours, like operating foods stalls along the tourist streets or operating a taxi.   Skilled training for 
housekeeping and food services is none existence. However, the operators may from time to time show the 
employees some “practical ways’ of doing the job.  Most of the time, the employees are left to do the job 
based on their own ingenuity.  Job performance was done informally; based mostly on visual observation.  
Part time hotel workers are paid on fixed month salary and between one to two service points.  There is no 
job contract to cement the employer-employee relationship, so both parties can walk out of the relationship 
on their free will.  This situation has provided some operational worry to the operators as there are several 
occasions part time workers did not turn up for work.  There is no such “attendance bonus” to encourage 
employees to keep perfect attendance on the job as practice for the factory workers. 
 
For hotels adopting the challenging attitude toward seasonality nature of tourism, particularly toward HRM 
policies, they have core hotel workers to manage the hotel operation year round.  During peak season, these 
core workers are encouraged to work overtime, as a reward for their “loyalty” to the company.   
 
These hotels also employed part-time workers particularly to cater banquet services and housekeeping 
departments. Most hotels in Langkawi Island did have the luxury to employ hotel or tourism students as 
part time hotel staff since there is no hotel and tourism school on the island.  The hotel depends mainly on 
school leavers and youngsters on the island as a pool of seasonal hotel workers.  They are given short 
demonstration about the job procedures prior into taking the job assignments.  They were given allowances 
and tips.  Their employment as part-time hotel workers depends on job demand.   Hence, forecasting make 
by the hotel management for future events form a basis for employment of seasonal workers. 
 
Ways of employing seasonal staff 
 
There are several practices of ways other industries had conducted in employing seasonal workers.  Some 
of the ways are described below. 
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Annualized hours or days 
 
Under the annualized hours or days system, employees are contracted to work a certain number of hours 
per year for a certain sum of money.  Employees can be asked to put more hours during busy periods and 
fewer hours during less busy periods, as long as the total contracted specified hours or days are met.  
Theoretically, the employees will receive equally monthly salary payment.  In most cases, overtime will be 
paid only when employees will have to work over and beyond the contracted annualized hours or days    
 
Using the annualized hours or days simply allocates more labor hours during the busy periods and less 
labor hours during slow periods.  Firms may also be able to closely monitor and match the labor resources 
and job demand.  A major advantage with this situation is that firms may be able to keep a stable and 
experienced workforce. 
 
Employees would feel that there is some job and income security as they will not be lay off when 
businesses are slow.  Employees can get a large block of free time, particularly during slack periods, which 




For the hospitality and tourism industry, those working at the operational level, skills required may be not 
high and recruitment may not be a major problem.  However, having experienced workers are an asset 
since they are familiar with the job demand and work routines, especially in food preparation, 
housekeeping, guiding tours, and service interaction. Sharing employees or loaning employees among the 
businesses would enable the organizations to keep their employees during seasonal troughs and offers them 
greater job security. Employees may learn additional skills from the co-operating organization and may 
also bring benefit to the other organization. 
 
Sharing or loaning of employees has been practicing among business units of the same parent company.  
Employees of the same hotel organization from other states have been loaned to their branch other hotel of 
the same company in Langkawi Island.  Smaller chalets and motels in Langkawi Island have to co-op their 




Some hotel organizations are encouraging their workers to be multi-skillled.  These workers can be 
transferred to various departments within the hotel organization.  When room sales are experiencing slow 
business, housekeeping staff are known to transfer to food and beverage department to cater for banquet 
and food services. 
 
Hotel and tourist workers are increasing upset about layoffs as they do not expected to find another job 
immediately after being laid off.  Some laid off hotel workers have been known to express their anger and 
frustration against the hotel in physical ways, for example, destroying properties or stealing items from the 
hotel organization.  Consequently, laid off is no longer an economic issue, but has now threatened the well-




Many job motivation models are linked to working condition (Byrne, 1986).  Hence, if the working 
conditions are poor, there is likelihood that there is a high labor turnover.  This relationship is reasonable 
that if many of the workers enjoyed with their working condition, they become more motivated and less 
likely to quit their job (DeMicco and Reid, 1988) 
 
The high level of labor turnover in Malaysia Hotels, particularly at the beach resort hotels and tourists’ 
island resorts in Langkawi and Penang. Overwhelming evidences are shown among small and medium size 
hotels or chalets. Most of these organizations did not provide conducive working environment and much of 
the physical working condition are poor. Most of these small and medium size hotels or chalets are 
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individually owned and are concerned of making a decent profit during peak tourist season.  During the low 
season, they are facing financial constraint to maintain the upkeep of their properties.  Most operators 
employed seasonal hotel workers.  The seasonality of these hotels job structure had given rise to high 
pressurized and stressful job demand.  
 
Given the issues among the seasonal hotel workers being poorly paid and given demanding job to perform 
at unscheduled working hours, many of these workers quit the job.  Many operators had tried to persuade 
their workers to stay on, but there is lack of motivation provided to the seasonal workers.  Hotel operators 





Seasonality of tourism trade has greater impact on business viability and sustainability to many businesses 
at the tourism destination. It also has an impact on livelihood of the workers.  There are called on the 
federal and state government agencies to meditate the seasonality nature of tourism trade.  For the 
hospitality and tourism firms, they may either resort to either embracing the seasonality situation as given 
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